'BEOWULF
long sermon on humility which Hrothgar preaches to Beowulf
after his victory, is as appropriate as the penance in the House
of Holiness which the Red Cross Knight has to undergo (and,
the scoffer will here interject, hardly less painful).
Beowulf, then, has yet a third claim on our attention. Here we
find the character of the Christian hero, the medieval knight,
emerging from the turmoil of the Germanic Heroic Age. Not
but what many of Beowulf's virtues can be traced back to that
Heroic Age. For example, Beowulf's loyalty, when he refuses
to take the throne at the expense of his young cousin Heardred,
is a part of the Teutonic code of honour, though a part often
not put into practice. But the emphasis placed upon gentleness,
humility, and judgment to come is a thing in which we can
trace the influence of the new faith. In his dying speeches,
Beowulf rejoices that he has sought no cunning hatreds, nor
sworn oaths unrighteously: Tor all this may I have joy, though
sick with deadly wounds, that the Ruler of men may not charge
me with the slaughter of kinsfolk.3 And he thanks the Lord of
all, the King of glory, that he has been able to win such treasure
for his people. And so the poem ends:
So did the people of the Geatas, his hearth-companions,
bewail the fall of their lord: they said that he was a mighty
king, the mildest and gentlest of men, most kind to his people,
and the most desirous of praise.
It was with reason that Professor Earle quoted the words
of Sir Ector de Maris over Lancelot dead as being 'like an
expansion of these closing lines of the Beowulf:
And now I dare say, said Sir Ector, thou, Sir Launcelot, there
thou liest, that thou were never matched of earthy knight's
hand; and thou were the courteoust knight that ever bare
shield; and thou were the truest friend to thy lover that ever
bestrad horse: and thou were the truest lover of a sinful man
that ever loved woman: and thou were the kindest man that
ever struck with sword: and thou were the goodliest person
that ever came among press of knights: and thou was the
meekest man and the gentlest that ever ate in hall among
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